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When to Go to the 
Emergency Room



Do you know when to go to the 
Emergency Room (ER)?

Myth:  
I will get faster care if I go to the ER.
Fact: The ER is for medical emergencies.  
Patients are not seen in the order they arrive. 
They are seen in the order of how life-
threatening their illness or injury is. You may 
have to wait several hours if your condition is 
not a true emergency.

No one wants to be in pain. But going to the 
ER isn’t always best way to handle it.  Some 
people don’t want to wait for a doctor’s 
appointment. They think if they go to the ER, 
they will get care faster. But if your condition 
is not life-threatening, you will not be seen 
until other patients with more serious 
illnesses can be seen.

It is best to get care from your primary care 
provider.  You and your doctor get to know 
each other through regular checkups. Any 
medicines, allergies and past illnesses will be 
in your record. This information allows your 
doctor to better understand you and  
your care.  

If you have on-going health problems, such 
as migraine headaches or lower back pain, 
tell your doctor.  He or she can give you tips 
or a treatment plan. Then you can better 
control your illness.



Think of it this way. 
When you are in pain would you rather:

1. Do any of these?
a. Make a painful trip to the ER.
b. Wait for up to several hours to be 

seen each time.
c. Get help for only your immediate 

symptoms – a short-term fix. The real 
problem may still exist and continue 
to worsen.

OR
2. Do any of these?

a. Walk to your medicine cabinet 
and take medicine your doctor has 
prescribed you to lessen pain.

b. Go to the doctor to find a lasting 
solution for your pain.

c. Learn from your doctor what to do 
when you have pain.

d. Receive a treatment plan, and if 
needed, medicine to have on hand 
for future problems.

If you need emergency health care, go to the 
nearest ER, or call 911.

But what if you’re not sure whether or not 
your condition is an emergency?  

If you’re not sure if you should go to the 
ER, call Nurseline anytime, day or night, at 
1-800-262-2873. A registered nurse will help 
you decide what kind of care you need.

Nurseline is a FREE service to BlueCare and 
TennCareSelect members.



Here is a list of things that might be a  
TRUE EMERGENCY.

•	 Shortness of breath, cannot talk
•	 A bad cut, broken bone or burn
•	 Bleeding that cannot be stopped
•	 Drug overdose
•	 Strong chest pain that does not go away
•	 Strong stomach pain that does not go away
•	 Seizures or “fits” that cause someone to 

pass out
•	 Not being able to wake a person
•	 Not being able to move legs or arms
•	 A very bad headache that is worse than 

you have ever had before

Here is a list of things that are usually  
NOT AN EMERGENCY.

•	 Lower back pain
•	 Migraine headache
•	 Tooth pain
•	 Sore throat
•	 Cold or flu
•	 Stomach ache
•	 Small cuts (not deep)
•	 Bruises
•	 Arthritis
•	 Earache

There are three common reasons people visit 
the emergency room, which may be better 
treated at home or by your regular doctor. 
These conditions are migraines, tooth pain, 
and low back pain. We’ve included some tips 
that might help you.



Migraines
Do not wait until 
you get a migraine 
headache to tell your 
doctor you suffer 
from them. Schedule 
a checkup with your 
doctor, and tell him 
or her about your 
migraines. Your doctor 
can make a treatment 
plan for you. A good plan can help you:
•	 Identify and control factors that may 

cause your migraine
•	 Encourage healthy behaviors and lifestyle 

changes
•	 Choose medicines to prevent and treat 

migraines. If medicine is prescribed, you 
can have it on hand when a migraine tries 
to attack.

Tooth pain
Problems with your teeth cannot be treated at 
the ER. You might be able to get medicine to 
treat your immediate pain, but the real problem 
will still exist and probably get worse. 

If you have a tooth that has gone bad, you 
need to see a dentist. Only a dentist can treat 
an abscessed, broken or decaying tooth that is 
causing you pain.

Good dental hygiene can help prevent tooth 
decay and gum disease. Floss daily and brush 
your teeth at lease twice a day. Limit soft drinks 
and sweets that have citric acid, which can 
damage tooth enamel.



It’s a good idea to see a dentist every year 
for a checkup.

For BlueCare and TennCareSelect 
members

Dental care is not covered by your plan 
if you are over the age of 21, If you need 
names of dentists who will work with you 
on a payment plan, call customer service. 
The number is on the back of your ID 
card. Members under 21 can refer to the 
dental section of their member handbook 
for details for their dental benefits. 

Low Back Pain
Low back pain is one of the most common 
types of pain. Many doctors urge patients to 
try home treatments first. Back pain usually 
eases within two weeks, with rest and over-
the-counter pain medicines. Usually, 80 to 
90 percent of back pain goes away within six 
weeks.

You can try to prevent back pain before it 
happens.

•	 Exercise and keep your back and stomach 
muscles strong. This helps support your 
back.

•	 Stay at a healthy weight. Being 
overweight can strain your back.

•	 Lift heavy objects carefully. Bend your 
knees and lift with your legs, not your 
back.

•	 Don’t smoke. It can increase your chance 
of injury and disease.



If you have low back pain, these treatments 
may help.

•	 A short period of rest. But don’t rest 
more than one or two days. That can 
weaken your muscles and make the 
problem worse.

•	 Over-the-counter medicines like 
ibuprofen. Your doctor may prescribe 
stronger medicines, if these don’t help.

•	 Hot or cold packs. Apply ice packs during 
the first one to two days after injury or 
pain. After acute pain eases – usually 
within the first two days – apply heat.

Call your doctor right away if:
•	 The pain is very bad, or keeps you from 

your regular activities.
•	 The pain lasts more than a few days.
•	 Your legs are weak or numb.
•	 Your groin or rectal area is numb.
•	 You can’t control your bladder or bowels.



¿Habla español y necesita ayuda con esta carta? 
Llámenos gratis al BlueCare 1-800-468-9698.  

Llámenos gratis al TennCareSelect 1-800-263-5479. 
We do not allow unfair treatment in TennCare. No 

one is treated in a different way because of race, color, 
birthplace, religion, language, sex, age, or disability. Do 
you think you’ve been treated unfairly? Do you have 

more questions or need more help? If you think you’ve 
been treated unfairly, call the Family Assistance Service 

Center for free at 1-866-311-4287. In Nashville, call  
743-2000.   If you have a hearing or speech problem 
you can call us on a TTY/TDD machine. Our TTY/

TDD number is 1-800-226-1958. Need help in another 
language? You can call TennCareSelect for assistance 

in any language at 1-800-263-5479. Call BlueCare 
for assistance in any language at 1-800-468-9698. 
Interpretation and translation services are free to 
TennCare members. Do you need help with this 

information? Is it because you have a health, mental 
health, or learning problem or a disability?  Or, do you 

need help in another language?  If so, you have a right to 
get help, and we can help you. Call BlueCare Customer 
Service at 1-800-468-9698 for more information. Call 
TennCareSelect Customer Service at 1-800-263-5479 
for more information.Do you have a mental illness 

and need help with this information? The TennCare 
Advocacy Program can help you. Call them for free at 

1-800-758-1638.
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